Edgar Calabia Samar's "Halos Isang Buhay: Ang Manananggal sa Pagsusulat ng Nobela" by Salazar, Jaime Oscar M.
125
Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia 5.2 (2015): 110–139
Anyone who is looking for a promising voice in contemporary 
Philippine fiction and who does not mind diving deep will find satisfaction 
in this collection.
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In the wake of his Sa Kasunod ng 909 (2012), Edgar Calabia Samar 
decided to bring his energies to bear on a different sort of enterprise guided 
by the following questions: Over the course of developing the novel, who 
were his sources and influences? On what history had he sought to draw as 
he wrote? More generally, how and why does he write novels in the face of 
the challenges posed by the realities that he lives through and with at present? 
The result of his efforts was this book, which was conferred in 2013 with the 
Isagani R. Cruz Prize for Best Book of Literary Criticism or Literary History 
in a Philippine Language by the National Book Development Board and the 
Manila Critics Circle.
The difficult task that Samar sets for himself in Halos Isang Buhay is 
that of identifying, and ultimately, producing his past and precursors, with 
the aim of discovering what the art of the novel means to him—Sa Kasunod 
most immediately, of course, but the rest of his distinguished oeuvre so far 
and the texts he has yet to write are also implicated—and propounding that 
specific vision. Samar acknowledges that the peril of such a venture is that 
it could deteriorate into a protracted exercise in self-aggrandizement, but he 
also makes a case for the merits of his engaging in the criticism of his own 
work—an undertaking, after all, that no other critic, however keen, can 
accomplish: he avers that by becoming at once the subject and the object of 
thoughtful examination, he militates against his falling into lockstep with 
tradition and resists or surmounts the blandishments of a broader culture 
of passivity and indifference, where people are heedless of the struggle for 
emancipation—issues that resonate across the book.
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Divided into six major parts, Halos Isang Buhay begins and ends with lists. 
The opening chapter contains Samar’s account of the first ten years of his life, 
when he was growing up in San Pablo, Laguna, organized according to the 
ten texts that he thinks were especially crucial to his formation as a reader and 
a writer, which include a book on the alphabet, a missal, and the magazines 
Pinoy Playboy and Liwayway. The closing chapter, written in English and 
culled from his blog, features short glosses on eleven novels written in Filipino 
that were published between 2000 and 2010, among them Etsa-Puwera 
(2000) by Jun Cruz Reyes, Ang Sandaling mga Mata (2006) by Alvin B. 
Yapan, and The El Bimbo Variations (2008) by Adam David. These parts 
serve, respectively, as initiation into and as reminder of Samar’s aesthetics and 
politics, helping to concretize the claims that he advances in the middle four 
chapters. There, he underscores the significance of pagsisiyasat in and of the 
novel, which Samar refers to variously as a motivation, a tendency, a method, 
and a style that hinges on provisionality, a constant self-reflexive process that 
defies narrative and representation and that opens up a host of creative and 
critical possibilities. In elaborating upon pagsisiyasat, he takes his cue chiefly 
from the French writer and filmmaker Alain Robbe-Grillet, but Samar does 
not only trace the concept through the history of the novel as it has developed 
in the West, particularly in the detective novel; he also locates it within such 
Philippine literary forms as the bugtong and the duplo. He then proceeds 
to critique the mode of paghihimagsik that he believes has long dominated 
Philippine novels, starting from the time of the inescapably influential Jose 
Rizal. The inability of novels written in this mode to interrogate and challenge 
their own internal assumptions, given that their focus is on being able to 
intervene in the world beyond the text, has caused them to be contained 
by the prevailing social order, so that the revolution they propose becomes 
just another profitable proposition for the culture industry, with little to 
recommend them save their ability to stir up feelings through their ritualized 
battering against social constraints. It is a mode, Samar asserts, that he would 
see dead: “[Ibig] kong kitlin ang paghihimagsik sa bumaog sa posibilidad ng 
malikhaing pagsisiyasat sa ating mga nobela” (130).
Of interest as well is the subtitular manananggal of Halos Isang Buhay. 
A fearsome creature of Philippine folklore that continues to appear in 
contemporary popular culture, including as an occasional news item, the 
manananggal typically resembles a beautiful woman by day. At night, however, 
it seeks out people in order to feed upon their blood, viscera, or the unborn. The 
manananggal sprouts large, bat-like wings from its back and splits at the waist. 
Its upper body is that which hunts victims, while its lower body is secreted 
127
Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia 5.2 (2015): 110–139
away from possible attackers and, at times, is watched over by a man whom the 
monster has seduced for the purpose. If the severed halves are unable to rejoin by 
daybreak, the manananggal will perish. Samar, who has deployed the creature in 
his previous work, invokes it throughout this book, calling it his muse, and uses 
its habits as metaphors for the acts of reading, writing, and knowing. It might 
also be said that the manananggal functions as a sort of structuring principle 
for Halos Isang Buhay. Even as it is ostensibly grounded in the goal of sharing 
insight into and endorsing certain ways of seeing the novel, it flies off into and 
across memoir, literary history, and literary theory and criticism, unsettling 
whatever metes and bounds define these arenas and proffering something that 
is by turns an ars poetica and an apologia pro vita sua.
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Luis H. Francia. Tattered Boat. Quezon City: University of the Philippines 
Press, 2014. 101 pages.
Tattered Boat is both a collection of poems and a book about what poetry 
should be: buoyant words directed by sharp voices of unexpected confessions, 
defiance, and transformations. The title of the collection indicates the feeling 
of being tossed—at once helplessly and dexterously—in the waters of words. 
Like a fisherman navigating familiar waters, Francia follows the ebb and flow 
of language, dipping and resurfacing with its waves, while shaping it by deft 
versification, clever word play, and arresting images.
The collection is divided into four parts. The f irst part has many 
references to religion variedly imagined—“mortal, celestial, elemental” (17). 
But the themes are accented through a mocking tone, an irreverent challenge 
like Saint Sebastian “begging for arrows, until they / sate themselves” (11) or 
through the paradox of a “rose [that] will / Hold [the] vase” (13). The poems 
humanize Christ, Brahma, Kali, and the angels by making the personae 
introspective, ruminating on their transformations, their personal Golgothas, 
and resurrections.
Language itself is the subject of the second part of the collection. The 
poems expose how words are lacking because experiences accumulate to 
